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Introduction 


My previous self-published short story collection, COME TOMORROW, brought 
together a selection of short stories from my first two chapbooks, WEIRD 
TALES OF A BANGALOREAN and A VOLUME OF SLEEP, as well as the 
long-short story, ‘Axes Of Discordance’. It focused on horror stories set in the city 


of Bangalore, and collected stories published between 2007 and 2010. 


[ve changed as a writer since 2010. My stories fit less and less comfortably under 
the rubric of horror, although it is still primarily editors, publishers, and sometimes 


readers of horror who seem to be interested in them. 


Ive also become mote interested in self-publishing, whether via my Patreon 


(patreon.com/thatweirdjay), free poetry booklets on archive.org, or self-published 
books like this. 


Some of the stories in this collection were first published in other venues. The 
others have mainly appeared on my Patreon or on my various sporadic blogs. They 
represent a range of themes and modes. I hope, if you are interested in short 
fiction that is imaginative, rooted in horror and weird fiction at some level, but also 


informed by other literary lineages, you will find some or all of these to your 


liking. 


I don’t have any big project as a writer. I don’t think of myself as an entertainer, 
ideologue, or prophet. I am, like most of you, imaginative, and my imaginings tend 
to be dark. I love words and reading. I put these traits together, and these stories 


happen. 


Perhaps you will find in these short fictional storms, a kind of temporary shelter 


from the storms of our teal world. 


Shelter From The Storm 


2003. You’re at work, at the second job you’ve ever had. You finish up around 8 
PM as usual, head downstairs, buy a cigarette at the corner shop, suck down three 
drags before it starts raining and you have to scuttle for shelter. You find an inch 
of space under an awning, the fumes of your cigarette mingling with strangers’ 
breath, with the acrid reek from someone’s beedi, with someone else’s cigarette 
smoke. It’s close quarters and little comfort. A gust of wind blows the droplets 
closer to you. Too close. You want to go home. You hail a passing autorickshaw. 
Two, three autos ignore you. The fourth stops. You run up to it, blurt out your 
destination to the driver. He demands a fare you find unacceptable. You curse him. 
He laughs, rides away. Getting wet, getting anery, feeling tired and hopeless, you 
return to the awning but your space has been taken. Shrugging, giving up the idea 
of getting home - home to your small flat, your cramped bachelor pad - you head 
back into the rain, head down, hands in pockets, cigarette long since discarded, 
your nice office-casual outfit drenched, you striding to the pub down the road. The 


one you'd planned not to spend another night in, but any port in a storm... 


Half an hour later. A mug of Kinefisher Lager gripped in a fist, another cigarette 
burned three-fourth of the way down, you're starting to dry out, to feel better. 
Someone slides in beside you, sits down on the next stool. A slightly older guy, 
short hair, chin beard, big watchful eyes, sweatshirt, jeans. He orders a mug, pulls 


out his cigarette carton. Offers you a cigarette. You pull out one of your own 


instead, but accept a light from him, the flame from his lighter starting up between 


you like a shared secret. 


Hours later, you’re chatting, laughing. The music is good: electric blues. A few 
other drinkers, a few other refugees from the city scrum have joined the two of 
you. Some you know, some you don’t. You all work in more or less the same kinds 
of jobs - copywriters, graphic designers, a content writer for a dotcom, a freelance 
photographer. The music pulses. More blues. Muddy Waters is the mannish boy, is 
the man. The bartender Senthil is the man. You’re the man. Your new friend 


Ashok is the man. More beers, popcorn, french fries, chilli beef fry. 


Closing time. The gang decides to get more drinks at the open-late bar next door 
- Fuel Up, it’s called - and drive to Ashok’s farmhouse. Just outside the city. You 
grab a half bottle of McDowell’s whisky at the bar. Pile into Ashok’s car, Ashok in 
front next to his driver, you in the back with these weird software dudes, Onir or 
Onny, and Amit - just Amit. A Bengali and a Jharkandi. Onny has to go pee, which 
he does, leaning on a lamppost, watering a patch of dusty weeds. There’s a plaque 
on the wall - Johnny Sait’s Corner, it proclaims in black letters on pale stone. 
Ashok tells you Johnny Sait used to live on this street 20, 30 years ago. Used to 
come home from the bar drunk late at night, pee here. His neighbours pooled in 
and put up this plaque, trying to shame him. It didn’t work. Anyway, he’s dead now. 


Mote ot less. 


Onny yelps. Quickly finishes off, zips up, wipes his hands on his jeans, rushes 
back to the car. - What happened man? - I don know. Coulda sworn someone 
came and stood right next to me for a moment. Fucken creepy. - Ah, you’re effin 
wasted, Onny! Laughter. The car starts up, Ashok puts a tape on - Nirvana 


Unplugged In New York. Cool. You forget about how Onny might just have met 


old Johnny Sait. Shadows, the breeze. That’s all. You rage on into the night. Shelter 


from the storm. 


The ride goes on and on. Somehow, so does your half of whisky, you take raw 
swigs from it and occasionally swap with Amit who 1s nursing a bottle of rum. 
Ashok has many good tapes in the car, and lots of fascinating ideas about reality, 
the universe, religion, science...but his ideas keep looping around. He engages 
Amit in a discussion about string theory. Geeky Amit gets voluble. Then Ashok 
steers the discussion to the Bhagavad Gita. Amit is skeptical, shows it. Ashok gets 
quietly nasty. There’s a jab and a jibe, a hidden bite in his words as he talks about 
quark, strangeness and charm, about vishvarupa, about anamnesis, gnosis, 
theophany. - Stop it, says Amit. - Stop what? - This...this Bugs Bunny logic. - It’s 
not logic, pal, I’m trying to talk to you about truth. - No, I don’t believe you. I 
won't play the fool for you. - OK, pal. It’s beautiful. It’s all beautiful. Ashok 
detaches from the conversation, sifts through his tapes. Finds a Grateful Dead live 
tape. The regulars at that pub love the Dead, and so does Amit. A long, long 
rendition of Casey Jones begins and the tension is broken, the only sound is the 


music, the low rumble of the engine, the rasp of Onny snoring, 


It feels like days later, but it’s still the same night. The road has been getting steep 
for a while. Is this the Nandi Hills? It’s too dark to make out, and you’re too drunk 
to really care anyway. Onny wakes up, needs to pee again. The car pulls over and 
you all troop out. There’s a fire blazing somewhere in the slopes above. A fallow 
field being prepared for a growing season, probably. Ashok produces a hip flask, it 
gets passed around. The astringent bite of single malt. Amit rolls a spliff, it gets 
passed around too. It goes out when it reaches you. - Need a light, pal? Ashok 
holds out his lighter. In a moment you’re lit, you’re ablaze, a blaze like the hill 


above. Superstrings twirl in the sky, the beautiful night sky, so much darker than in 


the city, the stars so much brighter, the glow from the fires a golden-red root note, 


a backdrop to infinity. The sounds of Uncle John’s Band, the aroma of weed. 


Later that same night. You keep glancing at the corner where Ashok’s driver sits, 
having joined you all for a couple of drinks here in the farmhouse before he heads 
to his own quarters elsewhere in the compound. He looks just like the auto driver 
who tried to rip you off. Or does he? You’re too drunk to care. You think. The 
story about Johnny Sait’s corner gets brought up. Nearly everyone here has peed 
there some night or the other. Laughter, but Onny looks a bit uneasy. Amit passes 
him the latest joint. He takes a deep drag like breathing in life. Exhales like he can’t 
hold on to life after all. There’s something more spacey playing on the stereo, 
something with phaser effects and long wah-laden guitar solos. Ashok’s wife is 
there, a creative director at some agency you’ve heard of before, one of the big 
ones but you can’t remember the name, she’s walking around with a camera, 
photography is her main deal, she’s taking pictures of everyone. You smile for her 


and she steals a piece of your soul. You were too drunk to need it anyway. 


Darkness takes you. Darkness leaves you. Morning. A harsh, unasked-for 
morning. You’re in the boondocks. You haven’t slept, haven’t eaten, you’re 
unshaved, unwashed, stinking of last night’s smoke, yesterday’s clothes sticking to 
your skin as you sweat. Bright sun above. A hillside road. How far is this place 
from the city anyway? And when did you decide to take a little walk on your own 
and which way is Ashok’s house? You stumble, twist an ankle, curse, limp on in the 
relentless heat, not knowing which way to go. Rain clouds gather on the horizon 
but there’s no rain now, when it would be a welcome relief. You pass through a 
place of charred ground and it seems more real than all the lush greenery 
elsewhere. Too lush, too green, or maybe your two-and-a-half decades in the city 


have made you think grey is normal. You hear an engine, turn around. It’s an auto. 


You try to flag it down but the driver laughs at you and speeds away. You sit down 
by the side of the road, make a pillow of your backpack, lay down, try to rest a 


bit. 


Later. You’ve found a little hilltop village. There have been incidents. You’re 
naked and the people are playing dice for your clothes. Your office-casual outfit 
from yesterday, your good shoes. She’s there too, Ashok’s wife. Taking 
photographs. Ashok’s there too, talking about the Rig Veda, about quasars. You 
think Onny and Amit are somewhere in the picture, stripped and trussed like you. 
You think someone with a cockroach for a head is dancing to a 12-bar strut. 


Electric blues. 


The rain drives down. The city breathes foul, fearful gasps. You’re perched in a 


corner under an awning. Shelter from the storm. 


Cigarette lighter. Ignition. The fires rise higher. The sky is so clear up here on the 
hilltop but the storm is upon you. Someone is wearing your khaki slacks, someone 
is walking in your shoes. You're trying to bargain, to live. Each click and whirr of 
the camera leeches away more of your will. You see it all. You remember it all. 
Vishvarupa. Theophany, they call it in English. Like Oppenheimer, like Arjuna. 
You smile for her, hoping for the lethal dose hoping she’ll steal away all of your 
soul all of you hoping she’ll crush you underfoot before you can feel the flames 


licking at your feet 


Lab Coats 


They were at the café again. The three women in lab coats. They looked like 
sisters but maybe that was because they all had the same lightest-possible-shade- 
of-brown complexion, and loosely curled hair gathered in flowing low ponies. And 
of course, the lab coats. They seemed lively, full of laughter and stories to tell each 
other. They would have caught my eye no matter what, but the lab coats added a 
note of mystery. I wondered if there was some new hospital or research facility 
nearby, even though I knew there was nothing of the kind - not in this tourist 
town. The district health centre, a few neighbourhood practices, whatever passed 
for science labs in the local school. Nothing that might employ three bright, 


sparkling women who were obviously not from around here. 


I took to thinking about them a lot. When I visited the cafe and they weren't there 
I felt a vague disappointment. When they were there, I stole sidelong glances at 
them, increasingly uneasy with myself, unable to decide if I was trying to observe 


their mystery or their allure. 


I was often less than honest with myself in those doldrum days. But it was a kind 
of dishonesty that allows an emerging truth to take shape in privacy. While it did 
so, my husk wandered through the torpid town, itself in a cocoon waiting for the 


next stage. At that time much of the world was in such a slumber. 


Not the three women in the lab coats, though. They vibrated and shone with 
wide-awake life. | was drawn to that vitality, so singular, a tropical sun in a drab 
winter sky. Or was it just that I was always sleepy during that endless off-season, 
that year at the bottom of time? Perhaps the three women were only averagely 
alive people, only as glad as anyone would be on break from the sort of serious or 
at least rigorous duties implied by those lab coats, and it was my own muted 
aspect, the flatness of my own affect, even in my own perception, that made them 


stand out so much. 


Of course, I did not spend all my time languishing at the cafe. I frequently walked 
down to the beach, then walked as far as I could without tiring, away from the 
promenade section where shacks and tents and stalls would appear in season, if 
the season ever rolled back around, found a place in the dunes among clumps of 
driftwood, broken bits and pieces from old fishing boats - a rusted anchor, torn 
sails and nets, broken oars and other more obscure items - and settled down with a 
book lying unread before me, to stare at the ocean. The book bore some music- 
inspired title like Liege And Leaf or Orestes and Oracle, I don't remember which. 
Baroque - overwritten, in fact - it told me something about where we had taken 
some of our wrong turns. When I bothered to read it, which was sporadically and 


only a few sentences or phrases at a time. 


My footprints, as close to the waterline as possible, told of my own poorly-chosen 


paths. A few adventurous waves soon washed them away. 
The ocean, like all of the natural things that had quietly slumbered or suffered 


alongside or around us in the preceding time, was itself. Now no longer 


punctuated by our various ventures and discards, it was neither more not less itself. 
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This is how we know things like ocean, sky, earth, and rock are what remains of 


divinity. Their steadiness in themselves. 


Divinity - what a strange word to use. It is insufficient, and I am tempted to go 
back and cross it out, but I cannot immediately think of a better word that is not 
equally freighted with unwanted connotations of one kind or another. We have 
never been good at naming those sorts of things. Or if there is some ideal name 
for them it is in a tongue and script unknown to me, of which there are many, of 


course. 


On one of my long, vacant afternoons at the beach, the exquisite corpse washed 


up beside me. 


The above is a very cunning sentence, the most cunning one I have yet devised 


in this simulation of a candid account. 


Perhaps I am as self-indulgent as the author of the story I mostly failed to read 


at the beach. 


The exquisite corpse was assembled, top-down from various disparate parts, as by 
some mischievous, ebullient committee or clique. There had been a lot of such 
things just before the doldrum days. Jeux from a spirited time of abrupt, headlong 
decadence. It had the head of a playing-card queen, Venus de Milo torso, arms of 
a mediaeval knight in armour, waist of cactus, industrial chimney pipes for legs, 
and the feet were a pair of matching Mercedes Silver Ghost automobiles. Looking 
at her, something started to emerge from the mists in my own mind. How I could 


make my life sublime. 
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She did not actually wash up from the ocean — she walked up to me, slowly 
growing from a pinpoint on the horizon until there she was, impinging on my idle 


meditations. 


‘What is the direction of your sky, she asked me by way of greeting, 


‘Live long and prosper, I replied, not necessarily the appropriate idiom but an 
acceptable response. She smiled at me, her regal features glowing with pleasure, 
and sat herself down beside me. I then ignored her as I had been ignoring the 
book, and also ignored the ocean. I was ignoring most things at that moment. 
Within, I pulsed with the knowledge that a truth for, of, and about myself was 


nearing its critical moment. 


My silence was close enough to friendship for either of us, or neither. In due 
course it was breached. A while later we parted ways, each with their own 
particular message and destination. My way took me back to the cafe for a 
refreshing glass of iced tea and a timely sighting of the three women in their lab 
coats. They spoke to each other in their usual easy, buoyant way. I leaned over to 
their table and passed them the token I had been given. It was in the shape of a 
playing card. One of them took it from me, allowed me a brief, distracted smile, 


placed it in a pocket and continued her conversation with her friends. 


Later that day I varied my routine by visiting a bar at the corner of the street 
where I lived. The usual assortment of regulars were arranged in and around it, 
staring blankly into their own equivalents of the ocean. I wondered who served as 
fates ot furies or visitations to them, or who they served as Mercury or Ganymede. 
I had not had a classical education, but few people had by then, and I felt at liberty 


to make one up for myself. Afterwards, I went home and dreamed of another me 


living my whole day a little to the left of myself. Afterwards, I went home and 
dreamed of another me living my whole day a little to the left of myself. Later still 


I dreamed of my own self, and at last could see with clarity. 


Hi 


In the event of an emergency we were told to expect dispatches from previously 
unidentified sources. It has been an emergency for some time now, but we knew 
that this particular interval constituted an escalation. Our duties carried on 
unchanged and unchecked but our chain of command was in flux. We were used 
to this, too. In many ways, once formed, our cell had become a completely 
independent entity subject to certain instructions at times but not to anyone’s 
oversight nor fenced around by questions of accountability. This was why we were 
able to pursue our interests as we preferred, and why we achieved so much. And 
this was why we were always in high spirits back then, when so many others had 


wrapped the ghost of time tight around themselves like a grey blanket of gloom. 


The ghost of time? That was our subject. We dipped into its fabric, sampled its 
tissue, scraped segments and layers off it; vivisected it, basically. We had created a 
space of flux where time’s spirit coalesced into a plasma we were then able to 
study and even, gingerly, manipulate. This had its unexpected spillover effects, as 
all cutting-edge science will, but a few exquisite corpses and unreliable narrators in 
the undergrowth do not significantly compromise the integrity of anything, And 
there had been so much careless revisionism and neologism just before the 


deploying of the parentheses, few people had connected these with us. 


To a large extent, we did not know what we were doing, That too is the nature of 


cutting-edge science. Sejal always cautioned us when we began a new core cutting: 
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‘Just the thinnest sliver, or we’ll grandfather paradox everything to hell.’ Oh, Seyjal. 
“That’s grandmother paradox, and why, this is hell nor are we out of it’ Oh, 
Tahseen. I could sit all day inventing pert dialogue for them, but they were obliging 
enough to provide their own. On this particular day, we had been cross-pollinating 
shards of microtime from Waterloo 1815 to Plassey 1757. Just in case. It was a 
revision of some of our earliest experiments, for redundancy. There was no 
appreciable difference to the modern world, so we had long abandoned that 
particular idea. It turns out that battles, rather than being the pivots on which 
history turns, are a kind of blazon added to mark out zones of change by 
militaristic agents in the backstage areas of time. We could have told ourselves 


that; often had, as a matter of fact. But verification is vital and sublime! 


*.but verification is vital and sublime!’ I held forth to Sejal and Tahseen pausing 
only to blow on my frothy cappuccino, still a bit hotter than I felt comfortable 
sipping. But they were not paying attention to me anymore. Instead they were 
looking, eyes and body language in tandem as had become their mildly 
disconcerting habit recently, at the person approaching us. This old person - well, 
older than us, ’d always assumed - had often seemed to be sizing us up from over 
their cup of coffee, over the rim of their glasses, the edge of their paperback. I 
knew the visual impact the three of us could have, and tended to ignore eyes that 
followed, or lingered, or glanced, unless accompanied by a body that moved. 
Towards. Us. As this person was doing, now. Still, there was something disarmingly 
haphazard about them, almost as if they were one of the exquisite corpses 
spawned by our research. For a moment I wondered if they were, but no, all their 


parts, ramshackle as they seemed, were from the same genre. 


‘Ah ... hello” An average sort of voice; clear, clipped accent, slightly warm, 


slightly hollow undertones. Like someone with a naturally deep voice who had also 


spent time suffering from lung disease. 


‘Yes?’ I replied, taking the lead as usual. 


‘It seems ... I’ve a message for you. They nodded at the three of us. 


‘Oh? A message?’ My right hand slid into a pocket and gripped the delacing 


instrument I had taken to carrying with me after we’d found some of the 
exquisites could be hostile. 
They must have sensed my unease. Holding one hand out, open-palmed in a 
gesture of peacemaking or reassurance, they moved the other quickly over our 


table, opening a clenched fist long enough for a folded piece of paper to drop. 


“That’s all. A message from one of them. The corpses. At the beach,’ 


I continued to look at the person, my hand still resting in my pocket. They 
nodded, backed away a few steps, turned around and sped back to their own table 
where they gathered up their book and phone and gestured to a waiter for their 
bill. 


I had a moment of double vision. A flicker of everything. This sense of 


superposition was confirmation rather than confusion - clearly things were 


gathering towards some inflection point. 


I let my state of watchfulness relax or rather, shift to the paper. 


‘Well, pick it up!’ This was Tahseen, masking her unease by being bossy. A lot of 
her behaviour was a way to mask and overcome various diffidences and misgivings. 


By and large, it worked. 


I unfolded the paper. It was an ordinary sheet of what used to be called foolscap. 
On it just like in ransom notes in very old films were pasted mismatched 
characters cut out of various periodicals. Marching like Charles Fort’s damned 


facts, they spelled out: 


WE HAVE REALITY SEGMENTS. BRING FOUR POSSIBLE PASTS TO 
THE OLD BROKENDOWN GODDESS ON BEACH. COME ALONE ALL 
THREE TELL NO ONE AND NO ONE MUST SUFFER. 


Well. A fresh round in our little game of intrigue with the exquisites had begun. I 
showed the note to Sejal who nodded and beckoned to a waiter, and Tahseen who 
rolled her eyes, mumbled something about ‘tedious melodrama’ but started 


packing away her things. 


HH 


Back at the beach, I sat and waited for the exquisite corpse. I paged through my 
book distractedly. Seabirds screeched and scrabbled by the surf. Clouds sailed 


gently, majestically, reminding me that cruel nature might yet win. 


In time she came to me. Playing card queen’s face smiling, she sat beside me, 


tucking her chimney-pipe legs under her, idly flapping her armoured arms around. 


‘T did it, I said to her. 


‘Good,’ she replied. 
‘T did it, I said to her. 
‘Good,’ she replied. 
I started to cohere. 


“Tell me...’ I asked, greatly daring, “Tell me, who put you together? Some dada 
collective, some fraught branding committee, some student with too much time to 


kill and a wild streak of inspiration?’ 


She turned to me, paper fronds of coiffed hair escaping from her regal wimple. ‘I 


am a child of the time game,’ 
‘T don’t know this game.’ 
‘It is played by ladies in lab coats. It is new but it is old. Like time.’ 


We sat listening to the lovely white noise of the ocean. Punctuation of bird-scree 
from the ever-present flocks of avian scavengers picking over the remains of 


hubris in this cul-de-sac off history. 


My eyes began to change. My hands began to change. My small duty to her now 
completed, my new friend shared her hybrid vitality with me as I had hinted I 
might want her to, and I started to change. It was not clear into what, but I knew it 


would be my right form, a form of beauty and chaos to shield me and carry me 


and make my life more worth the living, Such a large kindness for such a small 

price. I would not need to linger in some cafe sipping syrupy coffee waiting for a 
glimpse of intentionality. I would be. I would beam. I thought of the sad men at 
the corner bar. I thought of the contretemps of it all. I spared a moment to look 


back while I moved onward. 


Hi 


We stood outside the old shrine by immense feet on a pedestal, all that remained 
of a long-ago goddess statue. I held the playing card from Feint One. Sejal held 
the ransom note from Feint Two. Tahseen, choosing to be empirical to a tee, held 
the possible pasts. Each of us carried a delacing instrument. Sejal and Tahseen 
glanced around from side to side in tandem, wearing identical frowns, even though 
I knew they were far from two peas in a pod. In a triad of this kind, there is little 


room for redundancy. 


“useless waste of time, Tahseen grumbled. ‘Probably not relevant segments at 


all just nonsense like the Yalta Summit or 9/11 or something as trite...’ 
‘We could do something with those too, Sejal mused. ‘Reduce the ostensible 
stakes, add a dollop of kitchen-sink unrealism and living-room psychodrama, make 


them matter more...’ 


‘And create even mote side-effects like the Exquisites? No, the time for wild 


flailing is behind us! Now, we must be surgical, precise...’ 


‘We’re not dealing with stuff that lends itself to precision, Tahseen...’ 
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‘Anything can be dealt with precisely, even quantum flux, just give me the right 


plinth to stand on and I will move Schroedinget’s cat...’ 


‘Miaou.’ 


I'd have been content to listen to my friends’ banter all day and much of the 
night, but a new voice had joined their interplay. A Bast-headed Exquisite, torso 
and arms of a cosmonaut, soccer player legs, feet in cavalier boots. A less various, 


more coherent Exquisite than some. 


‘You ate the ones?’ 


I held up the playing card. A Joker. The Exquisite held up a matching Joker. Sejal 
held up the ransom note. The Equisite held up a stack of newspapers, flapped 


through their pages to show where letters had been scisorred out. 


Credentials exchanged, she moved on to the next stage of our transaction. “Show 
me the possible pasts’. Tahseen remained still. Sejal fell into formation beside her. 


Formation for what? I do not know. That was just the impression they gave off. 


‘Not yet, Miss,’ I replied. ‘We need to see the segments first. 


“You need the segments more than we need the pasts.’ This was true. The 
Exquisites existed perfectly coherently as they were; backstories were nice to have 
rather than essential. I pointed out that there were three of us, and let the 
unspoken fact of our delacing instruments remain unspoken. This was equally 


true, after all. 


21 


She nodded. And held up three reality segments, fanned out in her hand. A 
shimmer in the air. A burning smell, a vanilla whiff. I stepped closer, and she did 


not back away from me. 


Peasants, in the evening, under a single lamp, gathered around their meal of 


potatoes and coffee. A ginger-bearded man scribbling in his notebook. 


This was good. 


That pivotal moment when an excluded boy, a genius at focus and coordination, 


tries out the archery skills he has furtively studied for so long. 


Even better. We could really do something with this. 


A beach. A broken person sits alone with a book they are not reading, An 


exquisite corpse approaches them. 


How recursive. But we could work with this, too. I nodded to Tahseen, who 
stepped up beside me and held up the possible pasts. The Exquisite scrutinised 


them for a while. 


‘Okay. This is good. On the count of three...’ 


She counted to three, and the hand-over was completed swiftly. Once all of us 
had finished looking over our new acquisitions, the Exquisite smiled at us. “Pm 
Tabby, she said in a purring voice. “You ever need to get in touch with me, leave a 
playing card, any playing card, at the Feet. Miaou!’ Her smile glinted, feral and 


bright, and then she was gone. 
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HH 


A doldrum day in a tourist town, out of season, for all seasons. The beach is 
empty except for debris and some of the permanent residents, scattered here and 
there, relaxing or idly beachcombing. The promenades are empty except for the 
birds and the dogs and the bits of rubbish bobbing in the wind from the ocean. 
The cafes are empty except for the bored staff and some desultorily deployed 
locals. The town is nearly silent, except for the sound of history shrugging its 


shoulders, destiny shifting its gears. 


Two Exquisites stroll along the shoreline, hand in hand. A third joins them, frisky 


and exultant. 

Three women stand around a table littered with complex motley devices. They 
wear lab coats. They are charting the past. Parting its mists, fiddling with its 
innards. There will be better days. There will be odder days. There will be much 


science and much wonder. 


We will hear from them again. All of them. Somehow. 
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Burger Shop 


Frery juicy buggers. 


That didn't seem right. But the words, flaming red and arranged between brown 
hemispheres, intended to represent the half buns that hold the innards of a 
burger, were absolutely, starkly clear in the forthright manner of commercial 


typography. Obviously the designer had been more meticulous than literate. 


Below the signboard, emptiness yawned. Not quite emptiness - there was a gutted, 
cavernous space, reduced to rough concrete walls and ugly holes from which the 
ends of pipes and cables jutted, with nothing to connect to. An eviscerated place, 


possibly once - or soon? - a restaurant. 


Well, he'd met the group in all sorts of places. In a cow shelter run by Jain monks, 
in the lobby of a 5-star hotel, one memorable night in the grounds of a Catholic 
cathedral. This was no stranger a choice, even rather apt. Makeshift, striving to be 


flashy, unintentionally askew, incomplete. Like the nation they were building. 


But that would change. That would all change. 


He walked down rough flaking steps of raw concrete. Darkness welled up around 
him. In it, he discerned a shimmering glow. A lamp flickered and glimmered before 


a rectangular wooden box with a cutaway panel on one end revealing a carved face, 
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heavily masculine yet lush-lipped, its hair in a top knot. There was a whiff of 


burning camphor, of benzoin resin. 


His people were gathered there. He stripped down to briefs and his amulets and 
his sacred thread, joined the circle. Someone was feeding the flame with a 
discarded poster, belonging to the establishment this place was or would be. He 


glimpsed the words ‘halal cut only’, going up in flames. 


His eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, pupils dilated into depthless black 


otbs. Like the eyes of a sacrifice. 


Before the altar, he saw them. Forced into crouches, wrists bound behind their 
backs. The father was bare-headed but the mother was in hyab, and one of the 
three sons, none older than 6 years by his estimation, still somehow wore his 


skullcap. 


Their leader passed out the machetes. Embossed with auspicious symbols, 
especially the Om and the Swastik. He received his implement, raised it to his lips, 
kissed the blade, nicked his forehead with it, felt the blood trickle down over his 
forehead, filtering his vision. He joined in the chant that had started up. The family 
- these pests, these cockroaches, these bugs - was crowded against the box, heads 
grabbed and smashed against that great, beautiful godhead. They were sealed in 
the box, and an accelerant was poured over it. Flames licked the bare walls, the 


roof. 


Frery juicy buggers. 
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The next day, the sign had been replaced with a correctly spelled one. A fresh, 
new restaurant gleamed and hummed in that space, so cavernous and sanctified 
the night before. He sat down at a formica table and savoured his completely 


satvik burger. My country, ‘tis for thee. 
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The Appearances 


First to reach the cafe is the cleaning lad, the younger one, moved to the city 6 
months ago to join his brother and find work. They sweep and scrub the cafe, 
unclog jammed toilets 4, 5 times a week. Back home they'd just go in the fields, 
just off the highway. Fields that have been dry for years now. Anyway, first to 
reach is the younger boy. Stands by the entrance, waiting for the manager to arrive 
and open the doors. Exchanges greetings with the night watchman, grizzled old 
bruiser but getting frail with age, has a wool scarf wrapped around his head, 
smokes the last of a pack of beedis. The manager shows up, still half asleep but 
getting by on autopilot. Fumbles with the keys, gets the boy and the old man to 
help him roll up the shutters. Opens the big glass door. Steps in, the boy a couple 
steps behind. They stop, stare, sense that something is awry before they 
consciously register what it is. Bottles. On all the tables. Not the dinky plastic 
bottles of mineral water they sell their customers at scarcity rates plus a profit 
margin. Glass bottles with wood stoppers, large enough to hold a litre of water. 
And full. Of a clear, glistening liquid. Water? A bottle on each table. The manager 
is wide awake now. He's also the one who locks up. There are three sets of keys. 
One he keeps at home. The other is in a locker at the head office. He used the 
third to enter. No one could have been in and out of here since last night, and 
there sure weren't bottles on the tables when he was locking up. 'Round up all 
those bottles. Bring them to the store room,' he tells the boy, sounding calmer than 
he is, thinking about extremists and dissidents, about biological warfare, poison, 


bombs. Once the bottles are safely stashed away he sweats the boy to secrecy. 
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Luckily the night watchman is still outside, gently dozing, and has seen nothing of 


this. Luckily the bottles weren't bombs and the cafe is OK. 


Bottles. On all the tables. Fucking weird. 


Bottles continue to be deposited on the tables for another week, then they stop. 
Finally, the manager tells corporate. Someone takes away all the bottles. Tests are 
done. Water. It's just water. Good, clean water. So good it's hard to understand 
why someone is just leaving it lying around. Security camera records are analysed, 
watchman questioned. It's a mystery. But harmless? Better just store the bottles 


somewhere, don't use the water. Just in case. 


It happens at cafe after cafe, in hotels, offices, canteens. The police are told. Then 
the municipal corporation. Bottles are gathered in warehouses. More theories. 
Mote tests. It's just water. Better not actually use it though. Despite the 


temptation. 


HH 


He's the first at the cafe as usual, but this time he has the keys. Trusted after his 
discretion about the bottles, which haven't been seen for a while now. Didn't even 
tell his brother. Anyway, he rolls up the shutters, lets himself in. The watchman, 
same old bruiser, is outside, nursing that last beedi. The boy is halfway to the long 
counter before he senses more than sees something awry, something askew in the 
configuration of dark and light around him. He looks around. Sees wooden boxes 
on all the tables. Rich red wood, polished to set off the grain. He opens one. A 
stone, a length of metal, some jute cloth. Opens a few of the others. They're all 


the same. 
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He moves quickly, gets a wheelbarrow from the back, gathers the boxes - 30 of 
them - and stacks them up in the storeroom. Texts the manager, hangs up a No 
Entry sign on the storeroom door. Doesn't even tell his brother. The manager 
arrives soon, already bearing a bewildered expression. Examines the boxes. Calls 
someone in head office. Meanwhile, the kitchen staff is setting up for the day. 
Only enough gas today to bake half a dozen pastries, then ration the fuel out to 
make maybe 50 hot coffees through the day. People come for the new cold- 
steeped infusions that truth be told are less popular than the little bottles of water. 


It doesn't matter how much they charge, there's always a demand for those. 


The boxes show up for a week, then stop. HQ tests the boxes and their contents. 
The stones are flint, the metal a kind of steel. Tinderboxes. Someone made the 
connection. These were tinderboxes, popular before the matchstick. Strike the 
stone against the steel, use the cloth for kindling. Quaint. Archaic. Useless. The 
boxes are put in another section of the same central warehouse. Time moves on. 
The boy is made floor manager. His brother becomes a waiter. The news about the 
bottles and boxes has never been publicly acknowledged but the boy, young man 


now, confides in his brother. Tells him to look out for unusual things. 


Hit 


He and his brother are on leave, back in their village, trying to celebrate harvest 
festival even though nothing has grown in these fields for 7 years, when the next 
wave of objects appears. Glass globes mounted on steel platforms with soil and 
plants inside. The temporary floor manager is going to have them thrown out 


when the old watchman suggests he call the manager. He doesn't know what it's 
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about, but he has been watching these strange offerings being sent to HQ. 


Watching. It's in his job title. 


Someone in HQ identifies them as terrariums but there's too much else to do so 
they're shut up in a warehouse while the board gathers for an emergency meeting. 
The other places that receive these strange gifts are also distracted. A world that's 


in crisis has no time for minor anomalies. 


He 


Several years later. 2029, probably. Few people are keeping count anymore. He 
and his brother, and the old watchman, and the old watchman's old wife, and a 
couple of girls the two brothers had been keeping company with. They emerge 
sometimes to trade or just get out for a while, although to be honest the dead, 
choked husk of the outside world is much more claustrophobic than the rambling 
warehouse they live in. They keep its location secret, and make the most of the 
elemental reserves granted during that long-ago season of appearances. Outside, 
reality fades, the world withers. A cliff, looming over a void, itself slowly 


crumbling, Silence. Until one day an infant cries. 
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Place To Dwell 


There is a place on the way back. Back from where? Doesn't matter. It's on the 
way back, when it's too late and you're too tired, and the traffic's too slow, and the 
air conditioning in your car isn't working. And you just need a break, you know? 


Just need a rest. 


So you pull over, let the man at the gate show you to the parking lot. Get your 
things, lock your car, look around. A surprisingly swank-looking place, isn’t it? And 
the signs assure you there’s air conditioning, beer on tap, room service. So you 
head for reception and there I am, smart and smiling, crisp white shirt, immaculate 
black trousers, shiny head of slightly receding black hair, warm, welcoming, 
greeting you. You show me your ID, I book you a room, call for the boy to show 
you to it, invite you to come relax at the bar once you're settled in. -Beer on tap, 


and a wide selection of excellent alcohol at MRP. 


I imagine you peeling off your clothes, hitting the shower, washing away the sweat 
and grime. Feeling bad you don’t have fresh clothes to change into, but then she 
comes to your door. Shubha. Shu. Soo. Sooz. My wife. With a fresh change of 
clothes for you. White cotton shirt and beige slacks. -My husband is more or less 
the same size, so we took the liberty, in case you want a change... -Oh, wow, 
thanks, you reply -If it’s no problem? -No problem at all sir, she says with a smile, 


how well I know that smile, then leaves the clothes on your bed and slips away, 


Si: 


silent and swift. -sir- It feels weirdly good to be called that by an attractive, slightly 


older woman. -sir- Yes, you liked that. They always like that. 


Down in the bar, things are looking lit. When you first pulled in you’d thought 
this would be some cheapo roadside hotel, any port in a storm, but this is a nice 
surprise, pleasingly abstract art on the walls, mood lighting, a gleaming chrome bar 
counter with rows and rows of multicoloured bottles on shelves against the wall. 
Still, beer on tap the man - me - and the sign said, so you start with beer on tap. 
The place doesn’t advertise itself as such, but we’re a microbrewery too, and you 
order a pale ale, take your place in the stylish gloom and look around. Upmarket 
kind of crowd. You almost feel like you don’t fit in, but my casual yet classy 
clothes (these are expensive threads, and the invisible price tag speaks, in crowds 


like this) help. Sooz is working the bar, and she smiles at you. That helps too. 


Soon, you have a new friend. Funny how that always happens in my 
establishment. No one here stays alone very long. They come alone, they come to 
be alone, but their aloneness is a transitory stage. Actually, that’s part of why I call 
it The Hospice. Doesn’t make sense? Then maybe it doesn’t. Don’t mind my little 
joke. As you two wait for the elevator, you pop a cigarette into your mouth, fumble 
for a light. I smooth my way next to you, hold up my gleaming Zippo. -Need a 
light sir, | ask, flashing my suavest, whitest-toothed smile at you. You smile back, 
my dear, my deer in the headlights. Light up. Nevermind that lifts are not for 


smoking in - you’re my guest. -Be my guest. 


I can imagine what goes on in your room, this room just a little smaller than you 
first thought it was, a little less of what you thought it would be, but no matter. I 
can imagine, I can picture the situation, but it’s not quite closing time and I have 


other guests to attend to. I walk over to where Sooz is serving a table of 
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professional types who are laughing, singing along to canned hits from the 90s and 
00s, a time when they felt young and invincible, and cracking wise with her. She 
gives as good as she gets. Joining her, so do I, but the guest always has the last 
laugh. The guest is always called -sir- or -ma’am- Casual entertainment, but 


professional too. We aim to please. 


Late, late that night Sooz and I collapse in our own bed, a four-poster that’s 
definitely not smaller than it seemed before, a room that’s always the same as it 
used to be, and we are laughing. Lit. Another perfect day. Another shining night. 
Sooz glows, the room illumined only by the moonlight from outside and by her 
and by me. We lie down, spoon in spoon. She bites the back of my neck. I nip her 


wrist. We laugh. Life is good. 


And you, in the morning, you’re reading the note your new friend left you. It’s just 
a smiley, a lipstick kiss and a phone number. Not even a name. You kind of like 
that. You fold it away in your wallet. You’re going to call her. You’re definitely 
going to call her. Check-out time finds you in the cafe, finishing your late 
breakfast. I bring you the bill for the night’s stay, for dinner, drinks, breakfast and 
parking. You look it over. It’s not cheap, but it’s fair. You add a generous tip when 


you pay. Service with a smile, happy guests, happy inn (hospice). 


A week later you’re back with your new friend. Dinner and drinks, people- 
watching, exchanging pleasantries with me and Sooz -sir- and all that, then it’s back 
to your room. This time, you’re interrupted. A banging on the door. Your friend is 
frightened. A man is shouting out a woman’s name. Probably hers. You open the 
door, step out, slam it shut behind you. -what’s this all about? -what are you all 
about, sleeping with my goddamned wife? -what? I don’t know anything about 


this. I’m here alone. -Prove it. Let me in. -I don’t have to prove anything to you. 
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Sooz appears, urbane, poised. -What seems to be the trouble gentlemen? 
Somehow, the situation is smoothed over. Somehow she is bidding goodbye to the 
man and his wife - your erstwhile friend - and somehow she is back in the room 
with you. -You should have told me you like other men’s wives. -I didn’t know...1 
mean I don’t... -So you don’t like me? A question with no safe answer. So silence 


has to speak, and mean it. 


This goes on and on, the same each week, but different too. Sometimes there’s a 
live band, the one that used to play Java City in the 00s, the same set of jazz covers 
and some Clapton and Cale and Straits. And though The Hospice is always 
crowded, there’s always room for you. Always room for one mote. I always have 
room for my regulars. I always have time to smooth my way over to you, hold up 
my gleaming Zippo and ask if you need a light. Sooz and I and all the little friends 
and husbands always have time to spoon, to love, to bite, to kiss and laugh and if 
the rooms are never as large or as plush as they first seemed, you can shrug it off. 


You're having the time of your life. 


And you'll never stop coming back. You’re always on the way back - from what or 
where doesn’t matter. Do you start to see my plan, my design? You’re always on 
your way back, sir, always coming back, my friend. My pal - I feel I can call you 
that. It has been so long and though you are diminished by the years the bond 
between us never ages. The bond of hospitality, our brochures call it. We aim to 


please. 


One night, the bar is dark as usual. It’s packed as usual, but there’s still a place in 
the gloom for you to sit and nurse a feeling you’ve missed. To feel the heartbreak 


and loneliness of the years settle over you. It’s been months, it’s been years, it’s 
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been a lifetime. It is still the first night, your old car 1s still sitting in its parking 
spot, the engine still cooling. Someone sidles in beside you. She wants to be your 
new friend. Sooz and I come over, we hold our hands out to you two, we take you 


up, to a room that is never smaller, never different from what it used to be. 


Music. Moonlight. Sooz and I light up the room with our passion, our heat. 
Bodies in harmony. I lie beside you, and among the swirl and the haze and the 
fever there is a quiet moment. Our eyes lock. -It’s time. You shudder, then stretch 
an arm out to me. -At last, you whisper. -At last, you moan. And you smile and cry, 


there in the gloom and the light. 


Coda: Your Bodacious Friend 


ij 

Your bodacious friend is waiting for you but you have movers and shakers to move 
and shake with. Do you: 

Hang out with your bodacious friend (go to 2) 

Move and shake with the movers and shakers (go to 3) 


Invite your bodacious friend to join you and the movers and shakers (go to 4) 
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2s 

Your bodacious friend is wearing high shoes and a poncho stolen from your 
wardrobe. You don’t mind as long as you can both stand this close to each other, 
basting in each other’s heat. You do not move. You do not shake. You have died of 


missed chances and bad love and an STD. 


oy 

The movers and shakers don’t approve of your bodacious friend, but they all 
glance across with poorly-concealed lust as you two part with a kiss. They move 
and shake with you. There are many new partnerships to forge, many special 
friends to be made. You grow old and die of a heart attack on the night of your 
7th marriage. You grow old and die of an infected lung in your plush suite at the 
Fletcher Memorial Hospice for Movers and Shakers and Wasters of Life. You live 
forever, in a vat, fed only the finest nutri-sludge. You are the last human being 
alive, but you really aren’t. Your only souvenir is a tattered old parking token from 


the Custerdome. 


4. 
You fail to move and shake. Your bodacious friend goes home with someone else. 


You are on the street, trying to be someone’s new friend. (go to 5) 


3 

A heavy roller rolls by. You catch the roller’s eyes. You are offered a ring to kiss, a 
diamond studded collar and leash, a bowl of caviar. Do you: 

Accept (go to 6) 

Refuse (go to 7) 

Steal the ring, the collar, the leash and toss the caviar in the heavy roller’s eyes (go 
to 8) 
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6. 

You live high and fine on caviar and wine, on yachts and in penthouses but then 
the other movers and shakers say that you don’t belong in the Custerdome, so your 
heavy roller drops you off at the Fletcher Memorial Hospice for Cast-off 


Workhorses and Clotheshorses. You die feeling very old and wasted. 


ie 

The heavy roller pursues you with increasing frenzy and tenacity. Finally, you are 
installed as an official consort. Years pass by, and as your beauty fades you are 
moved to smaller yachts and penthouses until finally an unmarked van drops you 
off at the Fletcher Memorial Hospice for Bodacious Relicts. It’s a comfy place to 


die. 


8. 

You ate a mover and shaker. You are a heavy roller rolling down the freeway. You 
spot fresh talent by the overpass. You home in on that pulsing signal, that beacon 
of hunger and ambition and hypocrisy. You take your friend to the club. There are 


some movers and shakers who want to talk to you so you go over to their table. 


(Go to 1) 


(This is The Game of Gaucho and Gringo. It was written by Ashok and Sooz) 
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Vox Populi 


I heard the voice at night. It must have been very loud, somewhere. By the time 
it reached me, it was barely a whisper, phasing in and out of audibility, carrying its 
arrant promises of mystery in a fading screed. I heard the voice long after the sun 
set and the flow of traffic slackened, somewhere in the nameless time between the 
last drunk laying down to sleep on a street corner and the stirring of the first chai 
seller or newspaper delivery man, eager to get a lead on the day ahead. I heard the 
voice like a shivering in my bones, a fever in my blood. I heard the voice, and told 


myself I dreamed. 


By day, the memory of the voice remained compelling. No matter how crazed my 
nightmares could get, nothing could excel the sombre, deadpan phantom parade 
I'd been taught to live in. Nothing in the wildest hell visions and heaven hopes of 
religious maniacs or the shifting dreamscapes of clear-eyed oneironaut surrealists 
could match the raving absurdity of everyday life. In this world, then, it was 
inevitable that a voice would emerge. A soft raving voice from very far away. 
Heard only in the stillest stretches of the night. Only by the very few, stilled in 


their own febrile twisting for a moment, struck by fear, bathed in sweat, aware. 
I took to walking in circles, drilling deeper into familiar areas to find the unknown 


side streets and cul-de-sacs from which the voice might have emerged. I ducked 


behind towers and malls to find ageless hovels, to find honeycomb alleys where 
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places of worship knocked shoulders with shops and small manufacturing units 


and labyrinthine buildings where generations wandered lost, blind, penurious. 


I found spaces, spaces my masters, in this cramped city, where every square foot is 
coveted and overvalued. Maiden land, fallow fields at the heart of scurrying 
crowded markets. Vast quiet spaces where gentle winds played with blades of grass 
and children in loose garments alternated between various timeless intricate games, 
so stylised as to be halfway between dramatic performances and rituals. Now and 
then vendors of puffed rice or roasted grams distributed their wares to these 
immemorial children. I tried to follow the vendors back to some central place of 


authority or governance but only found my way back to the streets we all know. 


Other times I found myself in vast clearing houses, places of public auction. 
Mounds of mountain salt, stacks of salvaged circuit boards, and ranks after ranks 
of dispossessed people were offered up for the bidding. Slavery, it occurred to me, 
was the minimum material condition required to enable civilization. Trafficked 
thus, the mineral, technological and biological wealth heaped up in these teeming 
places was less significant in itself than as a token of the force of desire, the 


strength of dreams. 


I wandered through these places for what seemed hours, losing myself in their 
folds and whorls, yet always returned to familiar city streets and crossroads. Never 
did I find my way to the same hidden spaces twice. Nor did I think to use my 
phone to take pictures or track my route by GPS. There is an illogic to these 
excursions without which they dwindle and become mete fantasies. Once, in 


another lifetime, I had sought to catch lightning in a bottle. Never again. 


39 


All of this of course was undertaken in service to that voice, to its call. Night 
after night, I heard it still. I thrilled to its lifts and falls, lulls and climaxes. Yet I 
could discern nothing of the words, could not unpick the language, the accent, the 
age or gender of the speaker. All I knew was that I heard the voice in the night 


and it compelled me. How many of us can truly say any more? 


So I spent my days rootless, rapt, between absurd reality, hidden ultramonde and 
the nocturnal sound of that voice. As the tension grew in me - something had to 
give, some clue or sign had to appear - I began to recognise faces in the crowds. 'To 
see them on the fringes, in the spaces betwixt the spaces we all know. I would try 
to follow them when I saw them back in the familiar world. But they always stayed 
a few crucial steps ahead, always took a turn I was not expecting, boarded a 
conveyance I had not noticed pulling up, or simply shifted sideways through a 
blind spot into nowhere. Pursuing them, perhaps I too was eluding my own 


stalkers. 


I took to wearing bright clothes to stand out in crowds. I developed a system of 
wearing colourful jumpsuits and riding an eccentrically festooned bicycle. I would 
wear oversized shades that matched the colours of the day's jumpsuit. I concocted 
a story about cycling the city for global peace. I ceased undertaking gainful 
employment. My quest was everything, I wanted to be noticed, to be seen by those 
denizens of both worlds, to be invited into the heart of the mystery. All I gained 
was a reputation as a harmless lunatic and a bemused following of schoolboys 


who sometimes pelted me with pebbles. In both cities. 


Clues appeared, like black helicopters circling in a chemtrail haze. I saw brown- 
shorted troops of swayamsevaks being drilled by Dr Otto, a nonagenarian 


German emigre who it was whispered had once been in the Waffen SS. These 
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same zealots could later be seen back in my city, in crisp uniforms in the police, in 
suits striding through tech parks, in Gandhi caps on election posters. Tunes 
plucked out on single-stringed instruments by blind musicians in one place were 
remixed into Punjabi hip-hop hits in the other. A dancer of the dying swayed just 


out of conscious sight in both places. 


But these were diurnal pursuits, my masters. You must not think they were any 
more than secondary to my rapt nightly sessions waiting for the voice, straining to 
pick out nuance in its outpour, wandering the streets to find its source, thinking 
about what it all meant. We have long known that art needs no words to stir the 
human heart. When I heard that voice in the night, I discovered through my own 
rapture and fanaticism how speech needs no words to stir and snare the human 


heart. 


The voice became like the beat of my heart. Something so intrinsic, so vital that if 
it stopped so would I. Each night I was not just listening to something mysterious 
and out of reach. I was receiving life. And the voice started to persist into daylight. 
Like the ringing of tinnitus, like the flash of a weapon of mass destruction burned 


on my retinas. 


One night, I stopped at a red light. Cyclists usually ignored these, especially when 
there was no one about as was then the case. But I was in an acquiescent mood. I 
had gleaned several clues that I hoped would bring me closer to the heart of the 
mystery. I had identified a functionary in the Vidhana Soudha, a sweeper at 
Majestic, and a data analyst at a business consultancy as people who moved 
between the cities with a facility that spoke of a sense of purpose beyond my 


accidental crossings. 
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I was thinking about which of them to approach on the morrow when a ragged 
woman accosted me. She was covered in dirt and bruises. ‘Please sir, they're 
coming for me,’ she said, ‘please take me on your cycle, just as far as the next 
crossroad...’ She smelled of arrack and tobacco. I was repulsed by her. Something 
too histrionic, too measured in her speech. I moved closer to the middle of the 
road, away from her. The light changed to amber. She entreated me again. Again, I 
ignored her. The light changed to green. I began to pedal away. Shockinely, she 
laughed. “You made the right decision, she called out. Perhaps this had something 
to do with the strange voice in the night? I turned back towards her. Her 
expression changed from a bitter smile to one of cruel triumph. She lashed out at 
my wheels with a stick I had not noticed before, toppling me to the ground. Other 
people, similarly ragged and foul, gathered around me. I was bound and taken 


away. 


They led me through winding alleys and serpentine streets (of which there are two 
in particular in this city), and their rank odours slowly gave way to a haze of 
frankincense and sandal with a hint of asafoetida. A glow of rose quartz splashed 


with turquoise engulfed me. 


A hood was pulled over my head. They - you, my masters - took me up narrow 
spiral stairs. Higher and higher, widdershins into some sky that looked down on 


some city other than the one we think we know best. 


The voice was everywhere. It was nowhere. 


We climbed and climbed and climbed. I felt gusts of wind rock the structure we 
were within. A sense of elevation, of elation. The rapture built in me until at its 


height the hood was removed, I was unbound and shoved into an open space, a 
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circular roofless pinnacle where a lectern stood. A diaphanous being was led away, 
struggling to billow with the ceaseless wind. I walked up to the lectern, shuffled 
through papers covered with writing in a language I had never previously been able 
to read. I cleared my throat. For a moment, I felt the absence of my heartbeat. 


And then, I began to speak. 
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The Smallest Of Things 


Silence. Above all, silence. We are safe in this thicket, as long as we remain 
absolutely silent. But Kala's baby won't stop crying. It is weak and hunery. As is 
she - she has not made milk for three days now. There is a command unspoken in 
the leader's eyes. Kala understands. The baby is weak, her face mote like a very old 
woman's than an infant's. Kala crawls to the river bank, holds the little bundle in 
the current for a while. No one thinks of Thetis. Kala comes back. We gather 


around her. We are adults, and inured to our pain. We weep, silently. 


Hi 


The smallest of things floats, so light. Almost not there at all. The faintest of 


lights. All around, fire, explosions. 


HH 


The river boats were on fire. Some exploded as their fuel tanks ignited. My clothes 
had been blown off me, only my shirt cuffs and the tatters of my boxer shorts 
remained. I saw forms bobbing in the water. I leaped in. If I could even save one 
life...I gripped someone in that oily, roiling water. I struggled to hold on to them, 
swam back to land. We flopped over on the muddy earth. Another explosion. In 


the light I saw I had pulled a fish from the river. A sturgeon, as long as me. It 
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looked at me, with clear, calm eyes. I carried it back to the river. It slipped into the 


water but remained near me. I fell asleep soon, dead tired. 


The next day, I kept walking along the river, away from the boats and the dead 
and the filthy air, into the woods. They said enemies were scouring the forest for 
fugitives. I didn't care. I had to be away from everything for a while. A sleek form 
moved through the water, keeping pace with me. I heard bird song. Soon, there 
was no sign that I had been in a zone of death and destruction just an hour ago. 


No sign except me, in my rags. 


The clean air and sunshine were doing me a lot of good. By midday, I was able to 
feel again. Tired, but there was some peace at last in my head. I reached a bend in 
the river where a cloth bundle had got caught in the roots of a riverside tree. The 
fish swam towards it, then bumped it towards land with its nose. Again, it locked 
eyes with me. I lifted the bundle, opened it. A dead infant, cold but not yet stiff. 
Such a tiny life...almost nothing beside the tide of the dead we swam with 
yesterday. But even the smallest of things has a weight and presence of its own. I 


knew what came next. 


I selected a likely rock to serve as a makeshift spade, and started digging. After 
considerable struggling, bleeding fingers and a couple of upgrades to more 
suitable rocks, I had dug a grave. Shallow, but enough for this small one. I buried it 
- her - and then crawled to the river, exhausted. As I washed and drank, the 
sturgeon swam up to me, closer than it had been since I had first dragged it out of 
the water the previous day. Once more, we locked eyes. Something like an eternity 


passed. I glanced down. It swam away. 


He 
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Later that day, I met a group of resistance fighters hiding in the woods. I joined 
up with them. We spent a few weeks together, moving by night, hiding by day. 
Finally, the lady who operated their radio managed to tune into a steady signal. It 
was over. The war was over. Our armoured vehicles had routed the enemy. A 
continent away the enemy's high command was besieged in their own capital. 


None of us had the strength to cheer. 


We made it to a town. Over our first warm meal in what felt like forever, I told 
the radio operator, Kala, about the fish, and the baby. She wept and wept and 
wept. One of the others told me about what happened the night before I joined 


them. 


I dreamed at night of oil burning on the water, of something slippery struggling 
in my erip. Of looking into dark, unhuman eyes. Words changed their meanings in 
my head. I wrapped myself in heavy blankets but I felt chilled to the bone. Finally 
I slipped into one of my fellow travellers’ beds. In all that death and wounding, in 
that year that felt like a century of rubble and smoke and bone ash, we made the 


smallest of sparks and were warmed by it. 


Hit 


Iam now married to one of the resistance fighters - former resistance fighters, I 
should say. We do not resist much now. It is unclear if our side truly won or lost. 
We live near the river. We go for long swims in the mornings. We lead quiet, small 
lives in the aftermath of history, or in a small cul-de-sac away from it. We don't go 


fishing - I do not eat fish anymore - but we often just sit and watch the river. The 
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smallest of things floats up in memories. The faintest of lights, as dusk falls. The 


smallest of deaths still has meaning, even in a hecatomb. 


Written while reading The Unwomanly Face Of War by Svetlana Alexievich 
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Alpha And Iota 


My smaller self moved in today. We share a first name. Possibly also a surname; | 
haven't asked. It seems pointless. The likeness - the identity - seems so definite. 


For the purposes of this account, I will call him Iota. I, of course, am Alpha. 


He drifted into view while I was sitting in my armchair, watching television. He is 
a kind of truncated version of me. Perhaps redacted is a better word for it. 
Perhaps a bit of both. Underdeveloped but also not all there. You must not think 
me insensitive as I attempt to describe him; if I were speaking of anyone other 


than myself, I would not use such blunt language. 


My smaller self stinks. There is a stale sweaty aroma about him, and when he 
walks past me, a kind of rank whiff from his rear end. His hair is limp, matted, 
and he bundles most of it in an oversized knit beanie. As day and night wear on I 
notice that he never seems to sleep. When I wake up in the night to use the toilet I 
pass him lying on his side on the living room couch, watching TV with the sound 
muted, cycling through channels, his face pale and bloated in the flickering light, a 


glistening line of drool depending from his slack mouth. 


The next day he is inclined to sulk when I leave for work, but is somewhat 
mollified when I give him my number and show him where the landline is kept. He 
calls me several times, always for trivial reasons - can he use the shower? - yes, I 


enthusiastically respond - read the newspapers? - sure - get something to eat from 
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the fridge - of course - and so on, and on. I feel annoyed, but I must remember 
that I am the bigger part of me, that he may not have the wherewithal to know or 


do any better. 


When I get back he is clean and odourless, comfortably wrapped up in one of my 
quilts, planted in front of the TV, cycling through channels. Although he is smaller 
than me I have one or two pieces of clothing that might suit him, and I bring them 
out for him and urge him to wear them. Later, I show him how to use the washing 
machine. It is a front-loader and he squats on his haunches in front of the circular 


window, watching his old crusty clothes swirling in the foam. 


I heat up baked beans and toast bread. I could do better, but I don’t for some 
reason, and we watch TV. I gently take the remote from him, fix on a rerun of 
some 90s sitcom, and he settles a little further back in the couch, slouching over 
his plate, squinting intently at the screen. After an hour or two I go to my 
bedroom, get out some bedsheets, blankets, and a pillow for him. I settle him to 
sleep on the couch, persuade him to let me switch the TV off, and then head back 


to my own room to sleep. 


The next couple of days go by in much the same way. I introduce him to the 
gadgets in my house. He takes to them with the ease of muscle memory - perhaps 
I only need to remind him of many things, things we both seem to share. On the 
third day, I have an operation to perform and I put my phone away in my desk 
before heading to the OT. Midway through the operation a nurse comes in, 
agitated. I motion her to come over to me. She says she wouldn’t have disturbed 
me but someone has been trying repeatedly to call me and it seems to be an 
emergency. My thoughts turn immediately to my daughter - we can call her Theta - 


and my ex-wife, whom we may refer to as Gamma. I hand over to my assisting 
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surgeon and rush to the phone. It turns out to be Iota, who has somehow found 
my office number after failing to elicit a response on my cell. He is frantic, 
hyperventilating. I talk him down from his hysteric state. It turns out he is 
distressed because I have not been taking his calls, those persistent, slightly 
annoying calls asking about the most mundane chores. ‘How should I know 
WHAT TO DO, he asks, his voice peaking in a mix of misery and reproach, ‘IF 
YOU WON’T TELL ME?’ 


A line from a song comes to my mind. ‘You gave me life, now show me how to 
live’. I don’t remember giving him life, but clearly he exists because of me. I am 
somehow responsible for this smaller, needier, less effective self of mine. I give 
him a series of instructions that I hope will hold him for the rest of the day and 
then return to the OT. Later, when I get back to my office, I find more recent 
missed calls on my phone. The frequency of his calls keeps increasing. Something 


has to be done. 


Over the next few weeks, juggling between my demanding smaller self and the 
taxing life I have built for myself professionally, I work to realign things. Iota’s 
calls are more than just a nuisance. Everytime I have a consultation or an 
operation I have to steel myself, give strict instructions for no calls, not even the 
most frantic, to be passed on, and afterwards spend a good half hour on the 
phone consoling Iota. I call up the university and ask them to cancel all my guest 
lectures. I quit the couple of outside clinics I do. I find and rent a suitable location 
for a private clinic. I serve notice at the hospital and hire a receptionist and a nurse 
for the clinic. Iota will of course work there too. Until I find some other way to 
assuage the lacunae in him, he needs constant access to me to maintain some 
modicum of control. I wonder exactly when he came into being and how he lived 


before moving in with me. 
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Things settle into a kind of stasis. I guide my smaller self through life. He learns 
more and more or remembers mote, but he always needs me to make his choices 
for him or at least confirm them. He does a very few things for himself, but they 
are minor and unpredictable. By installing him as my assistant I am able to justify 
his constant presence around me. I do not perform surgeries anymore. My 
finances take a hit and I move into a smaller apartment closer to the clinic to save 
money. The one non-negotiable bill in my life is my monthly child maintenance 


payment. I make a point never to miss it. 1 owe Theta that much. 


In all this time, Theta has been busy with exams and projects and hockey matches 
and the question of meeting her has not arisen. She and Gamma live in our old 
house, now Gamma’s. Theta used to spend occasional weekends with me, but 
lately friends have been more important to her. I have never spoken to Iota about 
my sundered family. Until I come back from a quick jog one evening - physical 
exercise is not something I have been able to interest my smaller self in - to find 
Iota leafing through an old photo album I didn’t know I still had. He points at me, 
younger, yet still larger than him, at Odie, the pup we had - now grown up and 
living with my parents, elsewhere in town - and then at Gamma and Theta. He 
asks who they are. I explain. Iota has a lot of trouble understanding that Theta is 
my child and yet does not live with me. He stares at a picture of her on her fourth 
birthday, dressed like a Powerpuff girl, I forget which one. Something starting with 


a BP He slides it out of the album and holds it in his hands. 


‘T know her, he declares. ‘She was with me. Then she died. She was with me. Isn’t 


anymore. That’s why I am like this.’ 


‘She’s not dead, Iota. Just...estranged...’ I try to explain. 
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‘No. Not exactly her.’ His voice is a slurred version of my own. He struggles to 
enunciate the thoughts he is grappling with. For a moment I have a vision of a 
hundred of us, all growing from the one enormous cranium, a hundred minuscule 
bodies, all trying to lead full untrammelled lives, oblivious to the king-rat tangle of 
headstuff that links us inextricably. “Not quite her. She went away... now reborn as 
this...this daughter.’ He thinks a little, then adds, inspiration dawning, ‘I will be 


incomplete until I am with her, 


I do not know what to say. He 1s, small as he may be, myself. I would trust myself 
with her. Wouldn’t I? But what would she say, and what would Gamma say? It 
could never work, could never be arranged. But I would trust myself with her. I 


would. 


I try to turn his mind to other things. Casting about in my past memories I get the 
idea to buy a couple of acoustic guitars. We take to spending a lot of my free time 
strumming chords together. Just old songs we remember - either him or me, 
sometimes the strumming is so seamless it is hard to tell. These are some of the 
best times I can remember having in a long, long time. We play songs by Alice In 
Chains, Nirvana, Soul Asylum, Pearl Jam, Gin Blossoms - 90s rock stuff. Some of 


the Brit bands too. Oasis, Blur. Just strumming the chords. Nothing fancy. 


He is even becoming handy in the clinic, retrieving charts and files and one or two 
basic medical appliances for me as and when I need them. His presence is initially 
disconcerting to others, but I offer no explanations, and eventually none are 


sought. 
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From our guitar sessions I am able to further interest him in simple card games. 
Go Fish, things like that. At first he is easily beaten, then we are more evenly 
matched and I start teaching or reminding him of more complex games. And so 
the passage of time is eased. He even takes to solitaire, allowing me more time to 
go for jogs or just space out in my own thoughts. Once again, it is when I come 
back from a jog that I make the next discovery. I had left my phone behind, as is 
my habit while jogging, and when I got back Iota was missing - in the toilet as it 
turned out - so I sat down to check my messages. I found a whole sequence of 
chats between Theta and me. Innocuous, checking-in-on-you stuff but nothing I 
had any memory of. I checked the time stamps. They’d happened just now, while I 
was jogging. I heard the toilet flushing. Iota entered the living room. He looked at 
the phone in my hand, looked at the expression on my face, and gulped. ‘Uh-oh, 
he said. “Yes, uh-oh. How could you do this, Iota? Making her think you’re me?’ 


‘But Iam,’ he pointed out, almost completely accurately. 


HH 


Theta is 16. She goes to school, plays hockey, draws her own manga on tumblr, 
listens to hip-hop, watches interminable Hindi soap operas for a YouTube channel 
where she makes jokes about them with her friends, likes sugarcane juice from 
roadside stalls, won't go out with boys alone because of something that happened 
to her best friend, has a pet pit bull called Boo, loves her mother but fights with 
her, misses her father, but has been feeling weird about texting him so much 
because it feels like she's betraying her mother, whom she fights with more as a 


result. 


It shouldn't be a big deal. A girl can text her father. But it's been different lately. 


Good different, but something still bothers her. He's so interested. In what she's 
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up to. In their whole life. In the old days, when they were all living together. He 
sometimes seems to be making her rehearse her whole life to him, especially the 
memories with him. It's intense, kind of cool, kind of scary. She doesn't tell her 


mother. 


Instead, she talks to her friend about it. Her best friend from school, to whom we 
won't assign a Greek letter. Instead, let her be known as Tara. Which is a goddess, 
and means star, but that is neither here nor there. Tara lives with both her parents, 
but they've been fighting off and on since she was ten. She thinks they're only 
staying together for the children. Her brother and her. She listens to Theta, and 
wonders what it feels like to have a father who really cares. Her father has always 
been distant, and mote so since the incident with the boy from school, the one she 
thought was into her but really just wanted a video to show his leering friends. She 
wants to know what it’s like to have a real father. She gets into Theta’s phone 
during a sleepover when Theta leaves it behind while she gets something from 
another room. She copies Theta’s father's number. The newer one that he seems to 


use on WhatsApp more often. 

Tara starts to message someone she thinks is Alpha, but is lota. She keeps it 
ambiguous, like only a teen who has half grown up in cyberspace can. It might be 
Theta. It might not. It's not a flirtation. It's a connection. 


Hi 


I'm driving as usual. Iota doesn't have a licence, and I'm not sure he is capable of 
qualifying for one. I'm not even sure what his legal standing is. Is he a legal entity 


of any kind? At least he isn't so scruffy anymore. At least his backside no longer 
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smells like a cave where various small creatures have died terribly. My smaller self 


has come a long way. 


Take these drives for example. They're his idea. I really don't care about driving 
around, but the sense of motion seems to soothe him, make him garrulous. It's 
worth making him talk. He seems to be talking himself into focus, into greater 
selfhood. Sometimes we complete each other's sentences. Despite this, there are 
experiences that we don't share, cracks in our reciprocal self-identification. He 
hasn't had a marriage, a child, a divorce. He isn't a doctor. Instead, there's 
something about a woman who he was with in some ambiguous relationship. A 
woman whom he wants to rediscover. She could complete him. I wonder if she's 
his anima, the feminine part of his spirit, if that is what differentiates our selves. If 
that's the lacuna. How do you invoke your own anima, the female spirit that is 


flesh of your flesh, heart of your heart? 


Together, we drive deep into the nights. Past the slums and the shacks, the dives, 
the abandoned factories, deep into desolation. Where stumps of century-old trees 
line superhighways to nowhere better. Where shanties and slick, soulless chain 
cafes wait to feed our bodies but not our souls. Where people have built places of 
wotship to hold back the encroachment of the highway into their neighbourhoods. 
Sometimes we stop near a hospital and watch the ambulances screaming in with 
the nightly cull of high speed transport. Do we think identical thoughts as we 
watch the damaged, often dying human jetsam being carried into the ER? If so, I 


don't want to know about it. If not, I don't want to know about that either. 


Life has become simpler for me. I hate to admit it, but there it is. I no longer have 
complicated cases, complex ambitions. I run a mediocre clinic in a mediocre 


neighbourhood and I make just about enough money to keep my selves afloat 
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while keeping up my parental responsibility. For my own self, for my own portion 
of myself I feel a sufficiency at least. lota worries me, but what sane individual 


truly fears themselves? 


So we go from the dreary hours at work to our evenings with the guitars, our 
nights out, driving, driven by noctambulant, ghoulish cravings. The one thing that 
starts to change is a kind of knowledge transfer, or perhaps Iota is simply 
integrating better. He spends more time by himself, hunched over the office PC or 
at my laptop, or my old phone. I don't mind. I use the spare time to nap or just to 
watch television. Sometimes I stay up late watching reruns after our night drives, 
and in the mornings he has to remind me to shower and change before we leave 


for the clinic. 


One day I look through my PC while Iota is not by my side - he increasingly 
seems to be establishing little zones of independence at home and in the clinic - 
and I check the browser history. The first thing I find is the porn. It isn't 
necessarily a surprise, porn seems to be one of the few remaining things that the 
internet is any good for - but the categories he browses have me deeply alarmed. It 
is mostly older men and younger women, school or college girls, incest. I think 


about his cryptic remarks about Theta. 


I look for him on social media sites. He has his own IDs now, all in our name - 
our real shared name, not the handles I'm using here - and his friend lists are a mix 
of associates of my own, who might imagine I simply have a secondary account 
for some reason, and friends of Theta. In particular he is carrying on a long, 
endless chat with a girl called Tara. He can understand her in a way her own father 
and the callow boys of her age can't. She is open-hearted with him in a way that 


Theta, increasingly sensing something awry in their texts, no longer is. There is an 
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unsettling moment when I start to read Iota’s messages in the first person. Then I 
remind myself this is my other self, my smaller self, and that it is uncertain how 
honestly either lota or Tara are representing themselves, and the important point 
here is that this is inappropriate, this is wildly inappropriate. Our guitar sessions 
and night drives, my restructuring of my work life around my smaller self, it hasn't 


been enough. He is going haywire. 


I have to do something about this. There is an appetite stirring in my smaller self. 
It is an appetite for all the things I had allowed to slip out of my life. Love. Family. 
Romance. Sex. He has it all aggregated and jumbled, paternal and lecherous and 
uxorious and promiscuous thoughts and drives all stirred into a clumpy id-stew. I 


have to cutb this. Head it off, dam it. 


Now I'm standing by myself in the doorway of our ground-floor apartment, 
looking out at the drab little parking lot, the parched lawn in front, the nondescript 
street beyond the gates. I run through the events of the last few months. 
Everything has been turned topsy-turvy and then upended once again, like my life 
is being tossed around inside a kaleidoscope. I have taken for granted that I am 
responsible for this self, that of course I must take him in and care for him and 


nurture him. 


What am I actually feeding? I think of my smaller self and what I see in him. I 
think of myself. It isn't a reassuring picture. I haven’t showered in days. I’ve been 
letting him take the lead in the clinic. Some days I just waste my time in my little 
office, randomly web-surfing, and don’t see a single patient. He picks up the slack. 
After hours we go driving, slowing down near hospitals, hoping to see an 


ambulance pulling in. Or we go home, strum 90s tunes on our guitars. 
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I finish the cigarette ’m smoking, I watch from the shadows as Iota sneaks out, 
thinking ’'m in my room. I follow as quietly as I can as he heads to the corner and 
enters a waiting taxi. I rush to my car, start it up, follow the taxi. Driving has been 
getting harder. The wheel, the brakes...everything seems further away. As if life, 


and the world are all receding from me. 


What isn’t receding is Iota’s taxi. | have that sucker locked in. ’m not letting go. 
Ive not been able to log into his accounts for days - that makes me certain 
something is going on. ’ve been texting Gamma casually for a few weeks now. We 
aren't exactly on great terms again but she’s less forbidding now that ’m making 
the effort. I ask her where Theta is. Just an estranged father trying to feel a part of 
his daughter’s life. Out, comes the answer. Over at her friend Tara’s. I read the text 
and nod. I think I understand Iota’s logic. I think I might even have made it my 
own logic if I'd let things slide in my life, the way some version of me must have 
to become him. I think to myself that my smaller self isn’t all of me. It’s the one 


thing I’m betting on. 


HH 


Tara has been telling Theta about her chats with lota. Theta rapidly transits from 
one reaction to the next, then settles into a mix of anger, shock, and outrage. “This 
is my father you're chatting with? Alpha?’ Tara nods. She is scared, her game has 
gone too far. She is supposed to meet Alpha/Tota today, and she doesn’t know 
what to do. She tells Theta about how it all began, about how, slowly, there’s been a 
tacit understanding that she isn’t Theta at all - or has there? Talks about the shifts 
and tides in the tone of their interactions. Fond, tentative, intimate, paternal, flirty, 
and, increasingly, esoteric in a manner Tara cannot fathom, with mentions of 


‘missing parts’ and ‘parallel lives’. 
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‘What do I do?’ 


Theta thinks for a while, then decides. 


‘We go. Both of us.’ 


Hit 


We're at the football stadium. The one that was half-built, then left hanging fire in 
a no-man’s-land between the city centre and the cantonment. Theta and Tara are 
perched on ring-side seats in this place where everything is crumbling before it was 
even built, this never-was pseudo-ruin. A half-light bathes everything, a winnowing 
moon that cuts superfluous nuance and reduces us to bare strokes, to essence. A 
man approaches the two girls. He is average-sized now, not the small, noisome 
derelict that came to stay. Not entirely. There is still something half-made about 
him. But there is something half-made about me. Widowers and divorced men 
always have that half-made look, have you noticed? The actors who play them in 
detective shows don’t. But the real thing does. Something half-unmade, to be more 
precise. Is it just in this society? Because men are handed down from mother to 
wife to grave in this snug patriarchy? I can’t say. I don’t know. My thoughts are 


wandering. I have to focus, I remind myself. 


The girls are talking to the man. There is an air of recrimination, but then it 
softens. Theta looks wary but allows a half-smile to soften her features. Tara, eyes 
darting nervously from one to the other, tries a conciliatory smile. For whom? 
Both of them, probably. The man sits down, a row above them. Thete is a 


becalmed moment. I see his jaw working, clenching and unclenching, His hands 


59 


are deep in his windcheater pockets. It is a vague, vaguely moonlit winter’s night. 
In the pools and puddles where the light is certain of itself, it has a bleached 


clarity. Where shadow and dapple intervene, anything might lurk. 


The man - this man, this lota, this me - starts to speak again. His hands are slowly 
lifting out of his pockets. He brings them together, pulls them apart. He has 
prepared a garotte. I do not know who it is for. The daughter that I have helped 
bring into this world or the quasi-daughter, the pseudo-daughter that he has 
nurtured over the internet. It doesn’t matter. I see Gamma’s car pulling up outside. 
I run for the three figures in the stadium. I reach them with a shout, a tremendous 
roar that has worked its way through loneliness and sadness and tiredness and 
disappointment and boredom and torpor and come charging into a scalpel-night 


such as this. 


I hear other voices raised in surprise, in recognition, maybe even in relief. I think I 
see Gamma running to the girls, swooping down on them as if from the transfixed 
sky, gathering them to her. I rush in, seized in a maelstrom. We come to hand- 
erips. Most likely, only one of my selves will walk away from this. I hope it is the 
right one. We are well matched now, but I don’t care about that. I no longer accept 
the diminishment time and chance have foisted on me. I can make it right. I don’t 
have to wait in the wings while others die, I can seize the moment of my own 
crisis, direct it, bring myself to the verge. I can roll the dice. The rest will work 


itself out. 
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Turn And Turn Again 


I turn and turn through these ceaseless corridors with my phone in hand, voice 
recorder app on, telling a story about the days I would walk down corridors to get 
to class, to get to my room, to get to the meeting on time, I'd like to walk down a 
corridor with a leaky roof in places or chipped tiles or leafy plants in earthen pots 
or abstract paintings at regular intervals or purring air conditioning or gleaming 
white surfaces or a dark echoing corridor, that's best, a dark echoing corridor with 
flickering strip lighting above, and people who shouldn't even be there lurking 
behind battered doors, in a building that’s condemned, but everything is so slow to 
take place, even decay, even demolition, and someone is missing a rendezvous and 
someone is making a connection and someone is sleeping through nightmares and 
I am walking through the corridors in the heart of some condemned tower, telling 
my story to my phone, my story is just about how I met you and knew you and 
lost you, just completely lost you, taking wrong turn after wrong turn, is this all we 
have, corridor after corridor, surely if I keep going I will find a place that opens 
out to sky, to earth, surely if I keep going I will find some way that leads me to 
you, corridor after corridor I am walking and recording my story, sometimes 
people lean out of open doorways beckoning me, drug dealers or sex workers or 
undercover police or old colleagues or former friends, I must keep going although 
I do remember stopping sometimes, following a smell of stale cooking oil and 
rancid fat to some heat-hazed booth where sizzling lumps of something like food 
are ladeled into bowls and served with cups of acrid coffee, I remember finding 


dive bars in darkened stairwells, remember swigging clear stinging hooch distilled 
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in ways I prefer not to know about, standing elbow to elbow with losers, chancers, 
peons, drones, middlemen, touts, navvys, off-duty security guards and cooks and 
janitors and receptionists, a journalist who supports the government, a crooked 
policeman, and a cosmetics saleswoman, I remember bedding down in an empty 
closet in an echoing store room, wrapped up in brown paper and trying not to 
think about the stink from leaking pipes, but mostly I just walk the corridors 
telling a story about the old days and the more recent days, of course I sometimes 
wonder if this thing is working so I stop and listen to what I've recorded and then 
I hear a voice in the echoes behind my voice telling another story, it's like 
remembering a dream where everything is strange but feels familiar, like the 
dreams I used to wake from never really knowing which was the dream and which 
was waking life, you see I think I lost my way in these corridors and I don't have 
the correct pass or key for some corridors but I assumed they'd let that slide now 
the building is condemned, I guess the news hasn't reached this far yet, the 
beheaded, obsolete giant still pulses to the beat of the slowing heart, it's the heart 
that matters most as I dictate this story of me and you and it's the oldest story, the 
oldest story, it starts in a room, a room in a place of learning where I admit defeat, 
admit to a friend that I'm done, that I'm flunking out, that I don't think I'll get it 
together in time for finals, now or ever, that everything has got to me, that I 
mourn the loss of childhood, of joy, of myself, and my friend knows a place and 
we go there, it's at the end of a corridor, of course, a permit room, a room of 
license, the music is great, better after shots, best when we reach the dance floor, 
when you reel me in, short strong legs, dark eyes, brilliant smile, you reel me in 
without trying, for a while I am just dancing around you, a sattelite, then a 
different song, a slower one, and you hold me suddenly with elegant firm hands, 
guiding me through a slow dance, we shuffle and step and circle as the syrupy 
warm doo-wop rains on us, it draws to a close and I draw you to the bar, we order 


drinks, I listen, breathless, as you introduce yourself, realise it is my turn to 


62 


introduce myself, find myself with nothing to say, so you laugh, the moment is 
over, you laugh and it could have been meant kindly or incredulously or 
condescendingly or cruelly but I won't know because I hang my head and by the 
time I look up you are gone, arm in arm with a posse of friends who have 
materialised like plot devices, I bite off a curse, finish my drink, weave and stagger 
to the pavement where I throw up and then wait in red-eyed misery for my friend 
to reply to my text summons and accompany me back to our hostel where I 
stumble down endless corridors looking for my room, give up and sleep sitting up 
on the floor in a corridor, the next day I am filled with resolve, I will find you, I 
will find you somehow, and you will know that we are electric, that we are stars, 
that we are told in the stars, I walk down uncomfortable but finally familiar again 
corridors, find my room, slither in, look for fresh clothes, better clothes than my 
outfit of last night, change, pack my things - there aren't that many, especially since 
I'm not taking my text books and notebooks, not taking all the detritus of my 
failing college career, just some changes of clothes, and only my better ones, not 
the worn but comfortable things I've been wearing day in and day out, I want to 
make an impression, I've already made an impression, but whatever it was, I want 
to improve it, to make you see my quiet sense of style, to see at a glance I am not 
just another starveling poacher coveting your royal hind, even though that's exactly 
what I am, I am just taking some changes of clothes, some books, my laptop, 
some footwear, I heft my duffel bag over one shoulder and I leave the hostel, how 
clearly I remember that day I am telling my phone as I stride these corridors, walk 
the veins and arteries of this massive corpse, mingling among the other 
bloodworms and ticks and bacteria crawling in the morbid flesh, I am telling the 
story of this deathless day to my phone as I stride this waste, thinking I might 
recreate my own history, find you again, start again, like I did on the pearlescent 
day of cloud and drizzle I spent in café after café, responding to ads for work 


from home jobs, designing shitty banner ads, creating tawdry logos for scammy 
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businesses, all the nonsense I hadn't needed college to figure out I could do, so 
here I am in the last cafe of the day, I've freshened up in the restroom - what they 
call a whore's bath - and I remember how in the war years we all learned to bathe 
like that, and to think it a luxury, how more often, we'd just rub ourselves with any 
kind of leaf or bark if we'd got any, or just with some old leather wallet or purse, 
it was felt these could somehow balance the chemical makeup of our secretions, 
render our skin less odorous, more hygienic, to be honest in those war years we all 
grew so accustomed to the fermented aroma of sweat, the cheese-like stink of 
uncleaned pits and crevices, the fecal waft of stale nethers, this peacetime 
sometimes feels bland, lacking but of course it has its own pungencies, its own 
ripenesses although these are perhaps less substantial than those of those noisome 
war years, in any case I cleaned myself in a perfunctory manner, rasped a cheap 
razor overt those surfaces I wished smooth, rubbed some cheap fragrance into 
places I hoped would not remain concealed and finally I made for that room 
where things were permitted, perhaps even my dreams, my own wart years - the 
five wasted years of higher education - behind me at last, I hoped, I felt like I had 
a license to live at last or at least to hope to live, I strode down that corridor, just a 
perfunctory vestibule really but given such an aura by all the anticipation I felt as I 
crossed it, crossed the threshold into that charming space lit only by walkways 
illuminated in red or blue that criss-crossed the floor between tables, booths, the 
bar, the dance floor, I perched on a stool, ordered a cocktail, scanned the room, 
waiting for the gravity of desire to draw my gaze to you, the singular object, the 
second person, first in my heart, my chest, my fluttering sex - of course, that 
evening you were not there, of course not, and crushed and crestfallen I returned 
to my room, so recently abandoned forever, such a truncated forever, feeling 
foolish dehydrated lorn, I laid down on that mockingly narrow bed and quickly, 
mercifully, passed into a sleep so deep it passes for dreamless, the next day I 


trudged through my classes, asked my teachers for a second chance, a third chance, 


64 


received it in enough cases that I was able to stay afloat, able to stumble through 
finals, receive an undistinguished B and, spat out into a real world (‘a' 'real' 'world’), 
was able to parlay the few freelance jobs I'd lined up into some trickle of 
sustenance, to rent a starter flat, a box inside a box, within a web of corridors, 
shated with the friend who took me on that never forgotten, long regretted/rued/ 
long-for night out, we room together but drift apart as my friend and I have 
different job timings, career paths, watching videos and tinkering away with tools I 
add robotics skills to my fabrication expertise, gained working on school plays and 
college fetes...I am commissioned by some people who run a theme hotel to build 
an automaton, it is supposed to represent Kamadeva, king of desire, or perhaps 
Rati, his queen, at this juncture I do not remember and it doesn't matter and of 
course I model the divinity after you and the result is found to be unsettling, to be 
alluring in a wholly unexpected way and I get more work, more such work, I rent a 
defunct warehouse and set up a workshop, corridors and corridors of you you you 
as ingenue as naif as waif as lothario as vamp as trollop as ganymede as humbert 
as lolita you you you but so varied so kaleidoscopic that it is simply seen as a 
stylistic signature, I am an artist, an artist of desire and attraction even though in 
reality desire and attraction have only pierced through my veil of disinterest once, 
and even though fear has since overridden desire, even though the idea of ever 
visiting that club again of making the slightest effort to find you again paralyses 
me, I start to feel that to truly warrant my desire, you must turn out to be either 
another automaton a cruel sham or some kind of divinity cruelly out of my league, 
even so, I find a kind of metier a kind of craft and vocation in being a puppeteer 
of desire, and this occupies many years, and all the while I am lost in these 
corridors of amnesia in this tower of entropy holding my memories in my hand, 


revising and replaying them and taking turn after turn no longer even lost even 


65 


A Vision Of Balance 


I set up the small tape recorder right in front of the TV, waited for the VJ to stop 
talking, and hit Record. Like this, I'd managed to put together a playlist of my 
favourite songs from Headbanger's Ball. For a long time I thought the video 
version of Metallica's One with the clips from Johnny Got His Gun was the only 
version there was. Anyway, this was my small attempt to snatch something 
permanent from the ephemeral world of TV. Taping songs off Headbanger's Ball. 
Thursday nights, when my parents had already retired for the night, teenage me 


sneaking into the living room, volume low, recorder right in front of the speaker. 


Usually I'd stay alert, nervy with the vague illicitness of what I was doing, and the 
need to not capture any of the VJ's patter or an advert. This one Thursday, I was 
just so tired, a long day at school - double maths, double sports - I dropped off 
soon after setting the recorder to capture 'Seasons In The Abyss' by Slayer. 
Sometime later I woke to the pulsing of a techno show and, bleary eyed, turned 
the TV off, retrieved the recorder, and tiptoed back to my room where I crawled 
into bed and immediately went back to sleep, a poster of Iron Maiden watching 


over me. 


The next day on the way to school, I listened to my tape. Judas Priest. Megadeth. 
Sacred Reich. Slayer. And then, instead of VJ chatter or MT'V interstitials or 
advertisements, a kind of tweaking of sound, like twiddling a radio knob where 


there were no stations, then a swirling of faraway choral voices, a flat but 
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compelling male voice, quite English but don't ask me what region, intoning lyrics 
about leaving behind the person you used to be, about becoming an old king, a 
dead king. The music was something close to synthpop, something close to 


dysthymia. 


And then, silence. Tape hiss until the end of the side. 


I preserved that tape like a holy grail. Made multiple backups of it, digitised it 
when I got my first PC. Ever since then, I've always had it with me. On tape, as an 
mp3, on a burned CD, on my ipod or phone. That song about watching the 
mountain, watching the sea, watching the sleeping city. And becoming an old king. 


A dead king, 


I've identified the voice. It's John Balance, of the unclassifiable musical unit 
known as Coil. But what song? I've spent so much time and money acquiring every 
possible recording featuring Balance that might have been extant in 1990. I've 
found amazing music, made enduring friends in the world of obsessive tape and 
demo collectors, but I haven't found that song. About becoming a dead king. I've 
scoured every scrap of writing produced by Genesis P-Orridge, Austin Osman 


Spare, and Aleister Crowley, just in case, but no luck. 


I know that inviting others to join my quest could help, but I've hoarded this song, 
clutched it to me, never played my recording of it to others, even in the early years 
when I thought the original might be found. I am like Gollum with this precious 


song. 
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And now John Balance is dead and I find myself drawn back to that old cassette 
tape, the familiar sequence of heavy metal hit songs, and then those swirling 
voices, and then Balance and the synth, and then the hiss. Lately I listen mostly to 
the hiss. I hear a vanishing cry, a falling scream in them. I hear John. Jhon. I hear 
the kings. The old, dead kings. I shelter in shadow and they loom up all around 


me, limbs bloodless, groins gutted, eyes headless. I leave behind who I used to be 
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Under Hollowed Skies We Watch 


a creation myth 


Theni was the perfect subject. The perfect model. They were all the people you'd 
want to portray. Man, woman, child, other. Hero, heroine, villain, villainess, star, 


everyman or woman, everyman and woman Theni 
was everything 
everything 


Theni's past was unknown. They were found already a young adult in the desert 
beyond the last of the fallen forts. We couldn't know what they were at first for we 
saw waif, warrior, enemy, saviour, refugee...each of us seeing what he or she most 


needed to see. Before acting, we cross-checked. And knew this was something 


new. 


The only fixed point, the only information ever given us: their name, spoken as if 


by a cold breeze on the desert night: Theni. Theni was a mystery a familiar dream 
an unknown archetype Theni 


was everything 


everything but 
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the eye, the hand 


We took them back to our world. To our corner of the world. We left them to 
wander those branching corridors changing form from turn to turn passage to 
passage. And we got on with our own small lives in our big almost empty domain, 
sharing food, drink, and shelter with Theni whenever our ways crossed. Sometimes 
on a walkabout we passed the area where we'd found Theni but there was no trace 


or clue about them there. It was mysterious. Fascinating. 

Sometimes when Theni joined us in the late watches of darkest night, they would 
twirl around our fire transforming with each beat of our drums, one after another 
of us calling out some word to suggest their next form. 

Feldspar 
Dynamite 
Oblate 
Divine 
Vetaal 


Interface 


Mariachi 
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Foment 


Ague 


And they whirled and they were a glittering mineral prince-consort, a hooded 
anarchist deep in conspiracy, a girl-monk in Buddhist robes, a cult filmmaker's 
crass brilliant silicate muse, a funereal haint from southern Asia, a datavorous 
cyborg, a dying guitarist-kine in sequins, a mesmeric zealot in shredded beauty- 


queen finery, a tired-out clerk trembling behind his desk... 


was everything 


everything, but 


Puvu came to us a stranger. Walked into our world, our corner of the world. 
Soon, we came to love this young woman for her silences, her ability to cooperate, 
her occasional sunshine smiles. A great silence was borne within her. Silence is a 
neutral attribute in itself. Hers bore echoes of past wounds, but as she became part 
of our indoor-nomadic (with the periodic walkabout-outside intervals) way of life, 
Puvu's silence became as much a balm as any healer's creams and potions. Her few 


words held more power in their scarcity - a healing, shaping power. 


She possessed, too, tremendous visual acuity coupled with a mastery over any tool 
that could be used to make marks on a surface. In short order, she became our 
visual chronicler and...what is the word?... entertainer, creator...artist. The great 


artist of our tribe. 


So what started that night was inevitable. 
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Months since we had brought Theni back to our world, to our corner of the 
world, they and Puvu had still not met. This wasn't so unusual. Aside from a core 
cluster we are a loosely (but fondly) linked groupage, given to individual quests and 
solitary peripatetic impulses. A small, far-flung, cohesive network of 
independences. In contrast to every too-tight and simultaneously too-loose 
assemblage of the last 60,000 dire millenia whose history had eaten itself up. 


Eventually, Theni and Puvu's presences coincided by our fireside. 


It was an electric dusk. Lightning-ghosts of grids of yore lanced the purpling sky. 
Puvu used a charred stick to sketch scenes from the tall tales we were trading. On 


these old cracked floors, she drew and erased 


- glittering oases where ungulates reclined as luminescent waters from unplumbed 


mineral depths slaked the thirst of three-eyed travellers 


- a kiosk carved out of the castle wall where a lepidolite artisan shaped her 


discarded facets into paperweights and letter-openers 


- pilgrims waiting in the vestibule of a cenobitum where mute friars jotted on 
vellum scrolls the scores to tunes, one for each supplicant, which would bestow 


wisdom on them if played regularly 


- a cynocephalic sovereign smashing the thuribles of a craven priesthood while 


dancing on the surface of an immense palm frond 


Puvu looked up from her drawing, We all did. For Theni had come amongst us, 


and had been listening to our rodomontade and watching Puvu sketch. Fixed for 
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the moment in a singular form for all of us to see, they towered even in that 
capacious hall, having assumed the form of the dog-headed ruler from the last 
tale. Patterned after Puvu's drawing, yet containing details and dimensions she had 
not depicted. Puvu stared for a moment more, then snatched up her backpack, 
pulled out her sketchbook and pouches of coloured pencils, began drawing the 
vision before her. Theni posed and preened for her, flowing from angle to angle 


with a fluidity which surpassed anything we had seen before. 

When Puvu had captured the canine-visaged potentate's likeness to her 
satisfaction, we started to play the by-now familiar game with our beloved, our 
treasure, Theni, calling out cue after cue, looking through out inner lexica for the 
most redolent, recondite words they contained. As Theni responded, we saw a new 
verve in their transformations. A glow, an inner radiance never seen before. 

You see, Theni 

was everything 

everything 

And Puvu 

was the hand 


was the eye 


In our big small corner of the broken precious world a tremendous thing was 


taking place. Our fire burned out but we gathered around the two beautiful friends, 
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warming ourselves by the glow of creation, of muse and artist meeting in a vortex 
of joy and being and making. Now Puvu was calling out the cues, in that quiet, 
gently shaping voice. And the words became simpler, simpler. 

It was as if we were being shown all the things of the world rolled back to their 
first true secret forms. As if we were in a good demiurge's workshop or laboratory, 
gazing at the prototypes of all things. We sat in a long-abandoned, aeons-obsolete 
fort in a pink city amidst desert sands, in the dust, the dusk of 60,000 millenia of 
amnesia and strife seeing things as they were in the dance of eye and sight, word 


and form, sign and object, observer and effect...Puvu and Theni. 


Simpler, simpler became the words. Then, Theni shifted into a glowing flux, a 


shimmer, a weave of light and colour and stayed that way. For Puvu had called out 


Man 


And then 


Woman 


And Theni 


was neither 


was everything 


everything 
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Puvu, the eye, the hand, the voice, fell silent. We could hear far stars dying in the 
hollowed skies. Feel the distant thunder from where the last war machines still 


roared, bereft of target or ammunition, somewhere on the plains where a fever 


dream named civilization had birthed and killed itself. 


Puvu paused. Saw Theni. Saw that form which was no form, that nascent, volatile 


haze-cloud of possibility. 
What is it they say about endings? 
Puvu spoke. 


You. 


And Theni spoke, for only the second time we knew of since that walkaround day 


when they, or the breeze, had spoken their name to us. 

Me. 

The glow pouring from Theni was like a flood from a breached dam. 
The eye, the hand. The perfect subject, the perfect observer... 

Puvu spoke again. 


You 


...the voice. Theni replied... 
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You 
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What ts it they say about beginnings? 
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